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General Conclusion
The overview presented in this book clearly demonstrates that family farming
encompasses several very different realities. It is hard to pin down, both as a
concept as well as for more practical purposes. Furthermore, since family farming
is not a statistical item, it does not appear in any national or international databases.
Consequently, the concept of family farming is used to support various political and
activist actions and discourses, discourses which may vary depending on whether
the context is local, national or international. Indeed, the lack of a clear definition
for family farming paradoxically strengthens its concept and its recent spread in
local and international arenas. Expectedly, this very ambiguity generates substan-
tial debate and criticism. Thus, proponents of alternative agricultural models,
radically different from the dominant, conventional and widely supported
productivist model, do not feel very comfortable with the concept of family
farming.
In the usual and common representation, industrial or commercial agriculture is
characterized by the strategic role of financial capital, the legal status and division
of labor and a business-like approach to farming. Some family farms, however, can
exhibit very high levels of capitalization and embrace the modernization standards
based on artificializing production systems. Thus, highly capitalized farmers who
participated in the major events marking the International Year of Family Farming
and who promote family farming are very different from those farmers who do not
subscribe to conventional modernization, such as, for example, those belonging to
international peasant movements like Via Campesina. Such very disparate groups
do not share the same rationale, do not subscribe to the same beliefs, nor have the
same concerns and, hence, express very different goals. And yet, they come
together under the family farming banner.
© E´ditions Quæ, 2015
J.-M. Sourisseau (ed.), Family Farming and the Worlds to Come,
DOI 10.1007/978-94-017-9358-2
313
1. Family Farming: A Means to Understand Agricultural
Issues
From the point of view of researchers and when defining family farming through the
inextricable (organic) linkages that exist between the family and the farm within the
agricultural process and through the exclusive recourse to permanent family
workers, it makes sense to put family farmers in a separate analytical category.
The results presented in this book demonstrate that, in spite of the diversity of
family farming systems, such an approach throws light on the various agricultural
strategies in a more global perspective of reproduction of families and their
territories. They demonstrate too that performance has to go beyond productivity
and has to also integrate social and environmental dimensions. Indeed, looking
through the prism of “family” helps us move away from conventional productivist
agricultural intensification and its performance which are strictly focused on vol-
umes produced and productivity per unit of area or labor, on an emphasis on
physical capital over labor and, increasingly, on rapid returns on investment in
the case of the most commercial forms. It therefore becomes possible, by changing
perspective, to fully include environmental, social and territorial sustainabilities,
since from the point of view of family farmers, the costs and benefits for their
services to society, whether recognized or not by the market, are also costs and
benefits for themselves.
A more precise definition of family farming and its use by the research commu-
nity also imparts meaning to multidisciplinary approaches, especially for action
research. The chapters of this book suggest a possible family-and-farm approach
which assesses the performance of production systems in terms of knowledge of the
natural environment, biodiversity management, understanding of energy issues, and
the management of health risks. The rationale behind this family-and-farm combi-
nation helps us rescale from the farm level to the global level through various
intermediate sizes and types of territories – as illustrated, in particular, by the case
of invasive pests and diseases of animals and plants. While practices and levels of
capitalization may vary, the available analytical frameworks can converge to
improve interactions, not only between different scientific disciplines but also
those between both research and development communities.
Finally, one cannot consider family farming without taking into account all the
activities undertaken by rural families – even those outside the strictly agricultural
sphere – in the economy of one or more territories. To incorporate such a family
pluriactivity and multilocality in rural and territorial development support systems,
it is necessary to “de-sectorize” our reasoning. Agricultural production has to be
thought of as one means, among others, of the livelihood of families, irrespective of
whether this production is sold or not on a market. What emerges, therefore, is a
vision of a diversified rural economy, one that goes beyond agriculture alone, and
which radically changes the principles and practices of accompanying and
supporting agricultural and non-agricultural sectoral dynamics.
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In addition to emphasizing the importance and relevance of these changes in
approach, comparative and interdisciplinary perspectives on family farming
brought together in this book invite us to draw many lessons for targeted research,
which we have presented in detail according to major themes. These cross perspec-
tives ultimately help develop more holistic approaches to agricultural foresight,
possible agricultural futures, and public policies that could or should be associated
with them, and in considering new avenues opened by and for research.
2. Family Farming: A Social Project but Relying on Which
Agricultural Models?
The diversity of world agriculture and the impressive gaps in productivity between
different agricultural models result from long-term processes which have been
supported by large-scale public policies. The technical dimension was and still
remains at the heart of these processes. Today, in industrialized countries as well as
when development assistance to agriculture in low-income countries is being
considered, the priority is still to specialize and professionalize farmers and max-
imize production and labor productivity – with the result that the means of produc-
tion become ever more concentrated. However, this orientation has resulted in
economic, social and environmental imbalances that are hardly sustainable at either
the local or the global level. The risk is of a future in which agricultural goals are
reduced to those of financial profitability, exacerbating the existing asymmetries
and gaps in productivity between different types of farms. And current
financializing processes only reinforce such risks. Reliance on financial capital in
agriculture is no longer confined to the upstream and downstream segments of the
agricultural value chain. Financial capital is now firmly and increasingly involved
in production itself through land acquisitions, segmentation and control of certain
technical operations in the production cycle or of primary processing.
Placing family farming at the center of the debate, despite its highly composite
character, may crystallize a challenge to the dominant model based on labor
productivity, still presented as the only credible path to development. The research
results presented in this book emphasize the sustainability of complex family-based
activity systems, in which non-market relations dominate. Our conclusions high-
light their multifaceted contributions in addressing challenges of economic and
social development and of global change. They also show the flexibility inherent in
family farms with a view to improving existing family-based models and promoting
new ones.
Development has to be considered in terms of economic and social progress
while remaining anchored at the territorial level. This paradigm shift calls for
considering activities involving the use of the natural environment as providing
functions other than solely those of producing agricultural products or raw mate-
rials. It aims for the restoration of ecological balances and social ties through new
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representations of farm performance. It encourages the generation and maintenance
of jobs and self-employment in the context of difficult economic transitions for the
least developed countries. It promotes the development and strengthening of link-
ages between farms at the local, national and international scales. Family farming
systems, in all their diversity, can be potential vectors of this encompassing social
project – which goes beyond agricultural production and its market orientations –,
by rethinking the production of food primarily in terms of family food security. A
truly vast scope of work is therefore required to consider and design models for
tomorrow, capable of meeting the challenges of the future.
3. Towards Targeted, Adapted, Flexible, Multi-dimensional
and Inclusive Public Policies
Is family farming the farming of the future? It certainly can be if we take advantage
of its intrinsic strengths in social and territorial anchoring, its knowledge of
environments and natural resources that it can bring to bear, and it ability to
adapt and respond to changes. But, as highlighted in the conclusions of various
chapters, it will only be so if it receives suitable public support. The productivist
agricultural model that dominates today could not have arrived at its most extreme
forms without favorable policy and institutional environments that allowed the
implementation of incentivizing policies and appropriate support. In the same
way, new models of sustainable development in which family farms will play a
central role cannot be developed in isolation; they too will require enabling
conditions and incentives.
Even though this book does not aim to make policy recommendations in favor of
family farming, we can still point out some general principles so that the family
dimension of farming is better taken into account in the accompaniment of and
support that is provided to the agricultural sector and rural territories.
Firstly, the diversity of national and subnational situations calls for a diversity of
public policy. The definition of family farming – a prerequisite to targeting aid – as
well as the identification of its major constraints and the levers to overcome them,
depend on national histories and natural and institutional environments of each
context. It is therefore important to recast strategic thinking to take account of these
histories and their specific implications. In order to challenge the standard model of
farming in the world and to consider alternative macro-economic transitions, each
national or sub-regional entity must assert its choices of territorial and sectoral
development (including agricultural). One crucial aspect concerns the livelihood of
the global population which continues to grow and, more specifically, the possible
sources of income and employment. Intrinsically labor-inclusive, family farming is
undoubtedly a solution for providing employment to young people entering the
labor market, especially in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, where populations
are growing the fastest and where the alternatives offered by other sectors remain
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woefully inadequate. However, such a solution will be viable only if agriculture is
made more attractive, which means more remunerative activities (prices, manage-
ment of risks), less arduous labor (small-scale mechanization) and the recourse to
value-enhancing new technologies (especially those of information and communi-
cation). Thus, the models of agricultural development to promote and, conse-
quently, the policies that need to be implemented must necessarily take into
account the degree of diversification of economies, which largely determines
available flexibility in terms of activities.
The instruments of public policy must also take into greater account the main
strengths of family farming and, in particular, its flexibility and capacity to adapt to
change. Targeted policies must match the flexibility of forms of organization and
must themselves be flexible and rapidly adaptable to changes in context. This calls
for a reflection on the temporalities and conditionalities of public policy in order to
encourage more inventivizing actions than those found in the standard toolbox of
agricultural modernization and specialization. In the same vein, the pluriactivity of
rural families and the embedding of agricultural strategies in more complex activity
systems remain structural. These features also benefit from the adaptability and
specificities of family farming and call for the decompartmentalization of support
mechanisms. And yet, territorial development policies are at present struggling to
actually take advantage of the beneficial linkages between sectors of activity, being
content most often to merely juxtapose various sectoral policies. But for any
support and accompaniment mechanism for family farming to be effective, it has
to rely on these linkages. This applies in particular to the recasting of technical
messages to take into account the use of time of the rural workforce, specific local
knowledge and the purpose of each household activity. Such a recasting challenges
traditional extension and advisory practices, and more broadly those of agronomy.
Finally, some of the experiences described and analyzed in this book emphasize
the perspectives offered by: (i) composite public policies which combine grants for
agricultural production with guaranteed prices; (ii) public procurement reserved for
family farming; and (iii) support extended to rural diversification activities coupled
with social welfare measures and investment in public goods (infrastructure for
markets, primary processing and transport, for example). This strategy of increasing
the number of instruments is meant specifically to target certain rural populations. It
therefore comes at a cost, but it also increases the chances of activating the right
levers and removing the most significant constraints, which are rarely confined
solely to the agricultural sector. Such a strategy, requiring strong involvement of the
State as well as local communities in rural areas, effectively leads to positive results
in reducing inequality, while limiting the risk of creating “poverty traps”.
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4. A Unifying Field of Research
Family farming, as a subject both of study as well as of development-oriented
research, is analyzed in this book from multiple angles and in different contexts.
This synthesis not only reflects traditional trajectories of research but also opens up
new avenues that we believe are worth exploring – of which three seem to be
particularly interesting.
First, the efforts to define – and differentiate between – different forms of
agricultural production should be pursued. Family farming will benefit from a
stable definition and a more precise characterization. Indeed, the issue is more
important than may appear and reaches far beyond a seemingly academic debate.
The figures available today to assess the significance and weightage of family
farming in agricultural production, food security, environmental conservation and
rural employment suffer from a lack of explicit data and sometimes rough esti-
mates. These data are not based on standardized and validated statistics because
“family farming” is not a separate category in agricultural statistics. And yet,
accurate figures are necessary in order to discuss objectively the issues surrounding
family farming and to implement and evaluate public policies in its favor. As we
have shown, the criterion of labor offers the best perspectives in this regard, but it is
certainly not sufficient. It has to be complemented by other criteria, such as the level
of substitution of labor by physical capital, dependence on activities upstream and
downstream of production, territorial anchoring and intra-family dynamics. Fur-
thermore, it is as important to better differentiate between family farming and
entrepreneurial or family business farming as it is to characterize the diversity of
family forms themselves. Research therefore has an important role to play in
undertaking analyses that can contribute to international debates and the formula-
tion of national policies, and even help in redesigning a statistical system that takes
family farming into account.
Second, research teams working on plants, animals, natural resources, agricul-
tural practices and agro-ecological systems will find that including the family
dimension and its specificities in their work can be a source of innovation. These
innovations bear on research protocols, methods for interpretation and analysis, and
improved effectiveness of targeted development-oriented studies. They pertain
primarily to the inclusion in their analyses of the link between the family and the
farm, and thus the multidimensional criteria mobilized by family farmers, in order
to understand their technical itineraries, their choices in the end-use of their
production and the impact of their agricultural activities. These innovations also
focus on possible improvements to the way farmers use their natural and institu-
tional environments, which must fit into the overall goals of their activity systems
and be in concordance with their own understanding of environmental, economic
and social risks.
A third line of research addresses the crucial issue of future agricultural models
in a context of rapid transformation of world agricultures marked by structural
asymmetries. There is little doubt that the industrialization movement will continue
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at least for the next few decades, depending on the speed of global changes
(climate, energy, water resources, etc.). The future of family farming thus depends
not only on its relationships with other forms of agriculture, but also in its ability to
evolve into configurations that can better compete with them. Research must
explore how different forms of agriculture can be better linked at the scale of
local and national territories. In our efforts to define family farming, we have noted
the existence of family business farming, which borrows characteristics from both
entrepreneurial and family forms but which obeys its own rationality and contrib-
utes in its own original way to territorial construction. New evolutionary forms of
farming are sure to emerge and research must participate in their development by
strengthening and proposing hybrid forms based on the specificities of family
farming and by monitoring their performance.
To us, family farming clearly appears to be the future of agriculture, but the
particular forms that it will take are yet to be discovered. Strengthening of public
debates, both within nations and internationally – to which the International Year of
Family Farming has amply contributed –, should promote collective awareness of
what is possible. The future of agriculture is far from being already determined;
each one of us has to contribute to its construction.
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